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Abstract 
The International Civic and Citizenship Study investigates the role of schooling in preparing students for their roles as citizens. 
The present paper tests a model in which openness in classroom discussion is a school factor that can affect civic knowledge. A 
multilevel regression model with two levels was tested considering the ICSS-scaled score for civic knowledge as a dependent 
variable and students’ perceptions of openness in classroom discussion as an independent variable at the school level. Various 
control variables were analyzed. Students’ civic knowledge scores resulted significantly higher if in their school there was an 
open classroom climate for discussion. 
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
The International Civic and Citizenship Study (ICCS) is a project conducted by the International Association for 
the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA), which aims to investigate the role of schools in preparing young 
people for their roles as citizens in society (Schulz, Ainley, Fraillon, Kerr, & Losito, 2010). The ICCS is a large-
scale study focusing on students’ knowledge, understanding, and attitudes. In 2009 ICCS surveyed representative 
samples of eighth grade students in 38 countries. 
Students’ Civic knowledge encompasses a wide range of topics, including the knowledge and understanding of 
the basic elements and concepts of citizenship as well as those of traditional civics or civic education, such as issues 
concerning political institutions and concepts (e.g., human rights), or contemporary issues such as diversity, the 
environment, and globalization (Schulz, Ainley, Fraillon, Kerr, & Losito, 2008). The development of civic 
knowledge is influenced by activities and experiences that take place within the contexts of home, school, the 
classroom, and the wider community (Schulz, et al., 2008). Questionnaire data from the ICCS 2009 provided 
information on a number of characteristics of those contexts (Schulz, et al., 2010). 
School contexts and characteristics play a crucial role in the development of young people’s knowledge about 
civics and citizenship and dispositions and competencies in relation to their roles as citizens (Schulz, et al., 2008; 
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Torney-Purta, Lehmann, Oswald, & Schulz, 2001). Predominant among these characteristics is the schools’ general 
ethos, culture, and climate within which the policies concerning both the formal and the informal civics and 
citizenship curriculum develop. Democratic principles at schools are usually considered important in order to foster 
the learning of democratic principles in general (see, for example, Mosher, Kenny, & Garrod, 1994; Pasek, 
Feldman, Romer, & Jamieson, 2008).  
1.1. Openness in classroom discussion 
Openness in classroom discussion is based on students’ perceptions of the atmosphere for expressing opinions in 
class during discussions of political and social issues, and involves students’ relations with peers in the school 
setting as well as with teachers (Schulz, et al., 2010). The extent to which classrooms are open and receptive to 
discussion and free expression has a potentially important influence on learning in the context of civics and 
citizenship. The ICCS investigated a range of factors influencing civic and citizenship education, but openness in 
classroom discussion is generally considered to be one of the most important (Schulz, et al., 2008). Moreover, 
various studies have indicated the presence of an open climate for classroom discussion as a strong and consistent 
positive predictor of civic knowledge and it has also been shown to have a positive correlation to students’ 
expectations to vote in adulthood as well as students’ perceptions of social and political alienation (Amadeo, 
Torney-Purta, Lehmann, Husfeldt, & Nikolova, 2002; Schulz, 2002; Torney, Oppenheim, & Farnen, 1975; Torney-
Purta, 2009; Torney-Purta et al., 2001).  
1.2. Purpose of the Study 
The present paper tests a model in which openness in classroom discussion is a school factor that can affect 
students' civic knowledge in Italy. The model takes into consideration the effects of other aspects of their learning 
context such as the value of students’ participation and their influence on decision making, both of which contribute, 
together with openness in discussion, to the democratic climate in school. The influence of students’ background 
factors was also taken into consideration. 
2. Methods 
2.1. Participants and procedures 
The subjects were a random sample of 3366 eight grade Italian students (51.9% boys). In each sampled school, 
intact classrooms were selected, and all students in a class were assessed for the survey. The data was collected in 
the classes during the first periods of an ordinary school day. 
2.2. Instrumentation 
The data for the present study was collected using three ICCS instruments: a cognitive test measuring students’ 
civic knowledge, a student questionnaire containing scales about attitudes, beliefs, behaviors, and contextual factors 
and a school questionnaire administered to the school principals of the sampled schools in order to determine certain 
school characteristics and school-level variables related to civic participation and citizenship (Schulz, et al., 2010).  
The civic knowledge cognitive test was based on an 80-item test (79 of these items formed the scale) concerning 
with civic society and systems, civic principles, civic participation, and civic identities. Six of the items were open-
ended response items (these answers were afterwards scored by professional scorers). All other items had a multiple 
choice format. The assessment items were contained in seven booklets (each of which contained three out of a total 
of seven item-clusters) according to a balanced rotated design. Each student completed one of the booklets. The 
average of the civic knowledge scale was set to 500 scale points, with a standard deviation of 100 scale points. 
Resources in the local community were measured using principals’ reports about the availability of cultural and 
social resources (such as public libraries, cinemas, theatres, public gardens and sports facilities) in the communities 
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All the other variables considered in the present study were measured by means of scales contained in the ICCS 
student questionnaire.  
Students’ perceptions of openness in classroom discussions were measured using a six item scale in which 
students were asked to rate the frequency with which certain events occurred during regular lessons that included 
discussions of political and social issues (e.g., Teachers encourage students to make up their own minds; Students 
bring up current political events for discussion in class). The scale showed a reliability of .76 (Cronbach's alpha) 
(Schulz, et al., 2010).  
Students’ perceptions of the value of participation at school were measured using a five item scale in which they 
were asked to express their agreement with statements about the effects of students’ participation (e.g., Lots of 
positive changes can happen in schools when students work together; Student participation in how schools are run 
can make schools better). The average reliability of the scale was .72 (Cronbach's alpha) (Schulz, et al., 2010).  
Students’ perceptions about their influence at school were measured using a six item scale in which they were 
asked to rate to what extent their opinions were taken into account when decisions were being made, concerning 
what is taught in class, the timetable, etc. The scale had an average reliability of .86 (Cronbach's alpha) (Schulz, et 
al., 2010). 
Parental occupational status was measured using students’ answers to constructed-response questions about their 
parents’ occupations. Students’ answers were coded according to the ISCO-88 classification (International Labour 
Organization, 1990) and subsequently transformed into a score on the International Socio-Economic Index (SEI) of 
occupational status (Ganzeboom, de Graaf, & Trieman, 1992). When students provided data for two parents, the 
highest SEI score was used as an indicator of parental occupational status. 
Parental educational attainment was measured by means of students’ answers to categorical questions about the 
educational attainment of each parent. The pre-defined categories corresponded to educational levels and were 
constructed with reference to the International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED) and consisted of 
“ISCED 5A or 6,” “ISCED 4 or 5B,” “ISCED 3,” “ISCED 2,” “ISCED 1,” and “Did not complete ISCED 1” 
(OECD, 1999; UNESCO, 2006). When students provided data for both their parents, the highest ISCED level was 
used as the indicator of parental educational attainment. 
Home Literacy Resources were measured using students’ reports of number of books (broken down into six 
categories) in the home. The categories were “0 to 10 books,” “11 to 25 books,” “26 to 100 books,” “101 to 200 
books,” “201 to 500 books,” and “more than 500 books.” 
2.3. Data analysis 
The multilevel analysis (Hox, 2002) was conducted using two levels, the home/student level and the 
school/teacher level. To develop and test a multilevel model (Hox, 2002) we used the strategy of randomly splitting 
the data file in two. The first random sample was used to develop a satisfying model and the second one to check the 
results found. 
The dependent variable was the ICSS-scaled score for overall civic knowledge. The independent variable, 
openness in classroom discussion, was considered at the school level. Because civic knowledge is correlated with 
background factors (Schulz, et al., 2010), such as immigrant background and parental occupational status, the effects 
of openness in classroom discussion are estimated after statistically controlling for the effects of these potentially 
confounding factors. These factors included: gender (1=female; 0=male), immigration background (1= Students 
who were born abroad or born in the country of test but whose parents had been born abroad; 0= all other students); 
parental occupational status, parental educational attainment, home literacy resources and resources in the local 
community. Additionally, since previous studies had shown that students’ influence at school and the value of 
students’ participation could be associated with civic knowledge (Almgren, 2006; Losito & D’Apice, 2003; Torney-
Purta et al., 2001), these variables were included in the model at the school level. 
The process of analysis was carried out in three stages:  
1. We analyzed a model with no explanatory variables (intercept-only model) to estimate the school intra-class 
correlation.  
2. We analyzed the posited model. 
3. We validated the final model developed at step 2 using the second random sample of the data file.  
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3. Results 
The intra-class correlation for the model was .16, meaning that roughly 16% of the variance of the scores for 
civic knowledge is attributable to school traits. Table 1 shows the results of the tested model are reported (estimate 
based on the full sample).  
Table 1. Coefficients of the tested model
Fixed effect Coefficient SE t-value 
Ȗ00 531.41 2.515 211.269** 
Resources in local community Ȗ01 .114 .365 .312 
Openness in classroom discussion Ȗ02 1.727 .823 2.099* 
Students’ influence at school Ȗ03 -4.521 0.946 -4.780** 
Value of students’ participation Ȗ00 2.345 .917 2.556* 
Gender ȕ1j 17.412 3.456 5.038** 
Immigrant background ȕ2j -33.058 7.214 -4.582** 
Parental occupational status ȕ3j .933 .122 7.622** 
Home literacy ȕ4j 11.356 1.664 6.823** 
Parental educational attainment ȕ5j 5.010 2.045 2.450* 
Random effect Variance component df Ȥ2
Civic knowledge, U0j 561.352 166 559.389** 
* p<.05. ** p<.001 
All the control variables except for resources in local community were significantly related to civic knowledge. 
Among these variables, immigration background has the largest effect (ȕ = -33.058), followed by gender (ȕ = 
17.412). As hypothesized, students have significantly higher (p < .05) civic knowledge scores if there is a climate of 
openness in classroom for discussion at their school. 
4. Discussion 
This study was based on data from a large-scale international study and tested a model in which the degree of 
openness in classroom discussion was a predictor of students’ civic knowledge. This was done by means of 
multilevel regression modelling taking into account a set of control variables, both at school and student levels.  
The results showed that roughly 16% of the variance of the scores for civic knowledge is attributable to school 
traits. As hypothesized, students have significantly higher civic knowledge scores if there is a climate suitable for 
open classroom discussion in their school. The student level control variable with the largest effect was immigrant 
background. This result is consistent with several studies which have shown the influence of immigrant status on 
student achievement (e.g., Kao, 2004; Kao & Thompson, 2003, Stanat & Christensen, 2006, Schulz et al., 2010).  
As regards school level, the other two factors regarding the presence of democratic principles in schools, i.e. 
students’ influence at school and the value of student participation showed a significant effect. Some studies have 
underlined the importance of a democratic climate in order to foster the learning of democratic principles in general 
(e.g., Mosher et. al., 1994; Pasek et al., 2008). On the other hand, consistently with the negative effect detected in 
the present study, a recent Swedish study found evidence that student perceptions of direct influence on school or 
classroom matters were negatively associated with civic knowledge (Almgren, 2006). Finally, the availability of 
resources in the local community did not seem to have any significant effect.  
On the whole, the results of the present study are consistent with previous research findings (e.g., Mosher et. al., 
1994; Pasek et al., 2008; Schulz et al., 2010; Torney -Purta, 2009; Torney et. al., 1975, Torney-Purta et. al., 2002; 
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Torney-Purta, Wilkenfeld, & Barber, 2008;) on the relationship between the presence of a school environment based 
on democratic principles and the learning of these same democratic principles. 
The present study extends previous research results by indicating that a democratic classroom climate is able to 
predict civic knowledge even if one controls for a large set of variables at different levels. As regards their possible 
practical implications, the present results suggest that teachers should encourage students to make up their own 
minds, to express their own opinions, to discuss various issues with people who have different opinions and to 
present several sides of the issues when explaining it in class. This should be done because the implementation of 
these practices seems to have a positive effect on civic and citizenship knowledge. This is especially relevant to the 
Italian context, considering the various recent initiatives intended to enhance students' knowledge and understanding 
in the field of civic and citizenship education. 
Finally,  one  should  note  that  the  results  of  this  study are  limited  by  the  use  of  data  based  on a  cross-sectional  
design: a longitudinal design would allow us to tell if a variation in the dependent variable (civic knowledge) did, in 
fact,  occur  after  variation  in  the  independent  variable  (openness  in  classroom  discussion).  Thus  we  could  more  
clearly determine the type of relationship between these two variables and put it on a more solid theoretical basis. In 
future research should also be conducted to generalize the findings from this study across various national situations 
and cultural contexts. 
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